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Claims: 

1 . An inflatable packing element for sealing an opening within a wellbore, the 
opening having an essentially circular cross-section defining an inner diameter, the 
packing element comprising: 

an expandable anchor portion; 

an expandable sealing cover portion; 

wherein the length of the anchor portion upon expansion is at least 
approximately 2.63 x the inner diameter of the opening of the wellbore; and 

wherein the anchor portion is no greater in length upon expansion than 
approximately 49% of the total length defined by the length of the anchor portion 
engaging the surrounding wellbore opening plus the length of the sealing cover 
portion engaging the surrounding wellbore opening. 

2. The inflatable packing element of claim 1 , wherein: 

the inflatable anchor portion is fabricated from a plurality of overlaid 
reinforcing straps arranged in a radial array; and 

the inflatable sealing cover portion is fabricated from a pliable material. 

3. The inflatable packing element of claim 2, wherein: 

the plurality of reinforcing straps of the anchor portion have a first end and 
second end; 

the inflatable sealing cover portion is disposed around the plurality of the 
reinforcing straps proximate to the second end of the reinforcing straps, but leaving 
the reinforcing straps exposed proximate to the first end of the reinforcing straps; 
and 

the exposed section of reinforcing straps defining the anchor portion. 

4. The inflatable packing element of claim 3, wherein the reinforcing straps are 
fabricated from a metal alloy. 
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5. The inflatable packing element of claim 4, wherein the reinforcing straps are 
fabricated from a ceramic material. 

6. The inflatable packing element of claim 5, wherein the reinforcing straps are 
fabricated from a composite material. 

7. The inflatable packing element of claim 1 , wherein the inflatable cover portion 
has a variable cover thickness to allow some section of the inflatable sealing cover 
portion to expand faster than other sections, thereby causing the inflatable sealing 
element to expand in unison. 

8. The inflatable packing element of claim 7, wherein the inflatable cover portion 
is fabricated from an elastomeric material. 

9. The inflatable packing element of claim 1, further comprising an elongated 
inflatable bladder, the bladder residing essentially concentrically within the anchor 
portion and the sealing cover portion of the packing element so as to urge the 
anchor portion and the sealing cover portion outwardly upon inflation of the bladder. 

10. The inflatable packing element of claim 1, wherein the opening within the 
wellbore is defined by a string of casing. 

11. The inflatable packing element of claim 1, wherein the opening within the 
wellbore is defined by the formation. 

12. The inflatable packing element of claim 1, wherein the opening within the 
wellbore is defined by a string of production tubing. 

13. An inflatable packing element for sealing a pipe within a wellbore, the pipe 
having an essentially circular profile defining an inner diameter, the packing element 
comprising: 
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an elongated inflatable bladder having a first end and a second end; 

a plurality of overlaying metal straps disposed in a radial array, the metal 
straps having first ends proximate to the first end of the bladder, and second ends 
proximate to the second end of the bladder, and the plurality of metal straps being 
disposed circumferentially around the bladder and being outwardly expandable upon 
inflation of the bladder; 

a cover ring disposed circumferentially around the plurality of metal straps 
proximate to the respective first ends of the metal straps; 

an inflatable sealing cover portion disposed radially around the plurality of 
metal straps proximate to the respective second ends of the metal straps, and 
leaving a section of the plurality of metal straps exposed between the cover ring and 
the sealing cover portion so as to define an anchor portion; 

wherein the anchor portion has a minimum length defined by 2.63 x the inner 
diameter of the pipe; and 

wherein the anchor portion has a maximum length defined by no more than 
approximately 49% of (1) the length of the expanded sealing cover portion engaging 
the surrounding pipe, plus (2) the length of the expanded anchor portion engaging 
the surrounding pipe, plus (3) the length of the cover ring engaging the surrounding 
pipe, if any, upon full expansion of the bladder. 

14. The inflatable sealing element of claim 13, wherein the surrounding pipe is a 
string of casing. 

15. The packing element of claim 13, wherein the inflatable sealing cover portion 
is fabricated from a pliable elastomeric material. 

16. The packing element of claim 15, wherein the thickness of the expandable 
sealing cover portion is non-uniform. 
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17. The packing element of claim 15, wherein the thickness of the expandable 
sealing cover portion is tapered to increase as the sealing cover portion approaches 
the anchor portion. 

18. The packing element of claim 15, wherein the thickness of the pliable sealing 
cover portion varies along the length of the cover portion to allow some sections of 
the covered portion to expand faster than other sections, thereby causing the 
exterior of the sealing element to expand essentially in unison. 

19. The packing element of claim 13, wherein the expandable bladder is molded. 
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